Neural and behavioral correlates of food allergy.
Food allergy accounts for a great number of reactions leading to diminished quality of life in western countries. There has been an abundance of reports of behavioral changes, as well as psychiatric conditions associated with food allergy over the past decades. Most of this field inspired little medical attention for its lack of a solid scientific ground. We review the literature on the association of food allergy and brain activity, leading to changes in emotion and behavior. Moreover, we describe an experimental paradigm employed to dissect the biological relevance of this association. Mice allergic to ovalbumin avoid a palatable sweet solution in order to escape contact with antigen. This choice is associated with increased levels of anxiety, compatible with a conflicting situation. These responses are associated with increased activity in brain areas associated with emotional and affective behavior, which are also important for anxiety and stress responses. Higher levels of corticosterone accompany these changes in behavior. These responses are mediated by specific antibodies and prevented by depletion or immunological tolerance. They are also partially mediated by C-sensitive afferents and mast cells. Far from anecdote, neural repercussions of food allergy should be considered when planning a therapeutic strategy in affected individuals.